Patient centeredness is now widely accepted as a core dimension of health care quality. The use of surveys to query patients about their experience in the health care setting is the best and often only way to examine whether the experiences deemed essential for high-quality, patient-centered care actually take place. As with any dimension of quality, measurement of patient experience provides a basis of information required for any effort to improve the system. Improving patient experience not only addresses those aspects of care that often matter most to patients-such as timely access to care, good communication, respect, and courtesybut also has the potential to affect a practice on a more comprehensive level. From a clinical perspective, studies have shown that good patient experience is associated with patients being more engaged in their care and willing to follow their providers' instructions, as well as with improved patient outcomes. Good patient experience also has also been associated with positive business outcomes, such as lower malpractice risk and greater patient loyalty.
For a more in-depth look at the case for measuring patient experience, see Good for Health, Good for Business: The Case for Measuring Patient Experience of Care.
How Is Patient Experience Measured?
While various administrative and clinical practice data can be used to measure performance on most quality aims, patient centeredness is unique in that patients themselves typically are the best source of information to assess patientcentered aspects of care. Patients can serve as a source of information in several ways, including: (1) as respondents to patient surveys; (2) as informants through focus groups and interviews; (3) as trained "mystery shoppers" to report on their observations and experiences in the shoes of a patient; and (4) by volunteering their comments and opinions through the growing number of websites that invite patients to submit their comments online.
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Patient surveys provide a systematic method of assessing patient experience through a representative sample of patients for a given doctor, hospital, or other health care provider. Properly conducted using scientifically developed and validated questionnaires, patient surveys can yield reliable information for comparing large numbers of providers on common metrics that are important to patients. Using randomized, probabilistic sampling methods, it is possible to obtain highly reliable estimates of provider performance by surveying relatively small numbers of patients. It is the ability to randomly select and control the sample of patients that makes patient surveys a more valid measure of performance than patient comments submitted without the benefits of sample control. Such comments can be useful, but they do not provide a representative assessment of provider performance that can be reliably compared.
What Is the Difference Between Measuring Patient Experience and Patient Satisfaction?
Many patient surveys are based on respondent satisfaction ratings of their providers and other aspects of care. Surveys that use rating scales (for example, from excellent to poor) tend to reflect respondent expectations and do not suggest what can be done to improve the ratings. In contrast, surveys designed to measure the patient experience go beyond simple ratings of care to focus on the critical and supportive interactions patients would ideally experience during their health care encounters. Such surveys ask patients to report whether or not they had positive experiences in areas that research has shown are important to patients, including ease of scheduling appointments, availability of information, communication with doctors, responsiveness of clinic staff, and coordination with other care providers. Because they ask patients whether or not certain events or behaviors important to them actually occurred, or how often, patient experience surveys also can be useful in highlighting actionable areas that providers can focus on for improvement.
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation focuses on the pressing health and health care issues facing our country. As the nation's largest philanthropy devoted exclusively to health and health care, the Foundation works with a diverse group of organizations and individuals to identify solutions and achieve comprehensive, measurable and timely change. For 40 years the Foundation has brought experience, commitment and a rigorous, balanced approach to the problems that affect the health and health care of those it serves. When it comes to helping Americans lead healthier lives and get the care they need, the Foundation expects to make a difference in your lifetime. For more information, visit www.rwjf.org.
